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ETIQUETTE AND ETHICS
By WINIFRED D. OWENS, CPA, Washington, D.C. Chapter
developed with, and through, human asso
ciation, and are based upon curbing selfish
impulses and considering the rights of
others.
Etiquette, in its truer sense, is concerned
with those rules of the “game of life” which
make it socially easier and simpler for us
to mingle congenially, and ethics is con
cerned with the moral principles and stand
ards we have imposed upon ourselves in
the conduct of our business lives.
Consciously or unconsciously we prac
tice etiquette in all our daily activities
from the first “good morning” to the last
“good night.” And, as we daily engage in
business activities, the practice of ethics
becomes a part of our daily pattern of be
havior.
Integrating ethics with etiquette, we
find it is descriptive of a behavior pattern.
General ethics may be defined as “The art
or science of man’s efforts to live in proper
harmonious relationship with other men,
groups or institutions.” A fundamental
problem in the area of general ethics arises
from the fact that our actions are directed
more by emotion than by reason, but, con
versely, we are able to control emotions
through reason.
It may seem that general ethics is too
vague to have much relationship to profes
sional ethics—and that professional ethics
is a special matter. The truth is that pro
fessional ethics is a special application
of general ethics. An understanding of the
rules of professional conduct of the medical,
legal or accounting professions depends in
large part on the grasp of a sound approach
to general ethics. My opinion is that some
of the confusion that has existed with us
on this subject is due to the absence of just
this understanding.
The modern code of ethics has devel
oped with the advances in religion, philos
ophy, politics, sociology and economics, and
is further influenced by the thinking, cus
toms and standards of the times. In mer
chandising, for instance, the one-time le
gal custom of “caveat emptor”—let the
buyer beware—has given way to the op
posite practice of warranties and service
agreements.
Now, it seems to me that a code of ethics
is only as good as it is useful. An abstract
treatise on doing good may be diverting
reading, but it doesn’t have much of a place

Everyone remembers Calvin Coolidge’s
reply to the question, “Mr. President, how
do you feel about sin?”
He said, “I’m against it.”
There are several important differences
between his answer and my discussion here.
First, President Coolidge said only three
words; I have about three thousand. Sec
ond, sin is probably a more interesting sub
ject than etiquette and ethics. And, third,
people would rather have you talk about sin
than practice it—but they would prefer that
you practiced etiquette and ethics, didn’t
talk about them.
Etiquette, it appears, is the ancestor of
ethics, so perhaps a brief discussion of its
origin, use and benefits will lead us to a
better understanding of the present day
need for and development of business
ethics.
Man’s first existence was in a strange
and terrifying world. There were snakes of
fire that zigzagged through the sky, ac
companied by crashes of thunder that
rocked the earth, and mountains erupted
flames. Great furry beasts stood tall as the
trees and stalked the earth, and dangers
seemed to lurk everywhere, threatening his
survival. Thus, in a world of hostility, man
knew fear. And so fear was the first in
stinct to influence the habits of life. Man
felt long before he reasoned, but through
gradually becoming accustomed to the world
in which he found himself, fear slowly gave
way to reason. The individual struggle for
survival was eased by the simple expedient
of banding together, and the development
of manners and customs began.
Needless to say, I am not going to de
velop a treatise on the evolution of man.
We can span this by saying from this rude
and simple beginning has grown our pres
ent complex, smoothly organized, and highly
polished routine of living.
Many and varied are the forces that have
influenced social and business development;
man has realized more and more his duties
to his fellow man.
In the popular mind, etiquette and ethics
are associated with petty rules and regu
lations, with trivial matters of conduct and
behavior. But, fundamentally, they go much
deeper than mere surface conformity
to established rules and conventions. Eti
quette and ethics are something that have
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in the literature of a profession. Rather,
this code should be a dynamic thing, geared
to an up-to-the-minute understanding of
the profession and the people it serves. It
should be a living force, not only appearing
on the tablets of our professional scrip
tures, but guiding us in our daily work.
I think it is important, too, that we do
not subscribe to any set of rules simply
because they have been written; that does
not make them right. I believe that we
should examine a code of ethics in the
light of our personal knowledge and ex
perience to see if it is sound. If it isn’t,
let’s throw it out. Or change it. But if it is
useful and usable, I think that we should ac
cept it as an active partner in our pro
fession.
There is, however, a larger consideration
involved in any code of ethics. A code is
sometimes spoken of as a contract with
society. So when we come to terms with the
rest of the world, we enter into a contract,
binding on both sides. If that is true, there
must be what our lawyer friends call con
siderations for the party of the first part
and the party of the second part. Both the
accountant and society should gain from
the contract.
What is society’s consideration? What
does it have to gain from our acceptance
of a code of ethics ?
Dr. Vannevar Bush once said that the
hallmark of a profession is that it ministers
to the people. Certainly it is heavily in
fluenced by the service motive rather than
entirely by the profit motive. Professional
fitness requires special knowledge and skills
not ordinarily possessed by laymen; thus it
follows that those who rely on a profession
must do so without being able to check or
test the quality of the service on which they
rely. As a patient trusts a physician with
his well being, so a businessman trusts
an accountant to safeguard and explain
his economic health. Those who rely on the
accountant’s records and statements are
well served if they are not deceived, and
so are the accountant himself and his em
ployer or client.
We promise our integrity. Now integrity
is a curious quality. It is a thing which
can be neither legislated nor enforced. It is
a thing for which each of us is individually
responsible. The fine strong thread of in
tegrity runs all through any system of mor
al principles which is the combined diction
ary definition of code and ethics.
We assure society that we accept individ
ual responsibility for whatever we do. Our

responsibility is personal, for integrity is
and must be personal. Put another way, we
pledge to society that accountants are ac
countable.
In addition, we accept specific respon
sibilities to help safeguard the legitimate
interests of our employers and clients. We
pledge that we will not violate our confi
dential relationship either as internal or
outside accountant. Society in general, our
employers and clients then have much to
gain from our acceptance of a code of ethics,
and the fact that we ourselves may be ben
ficiaries of our own conduct does not de
tract from its ethical value, rather it adds
that much more to it.
Now, what is the consideration for the
party of the second part? What, to put it
bluntly, is in it for us?
One approach is the dollars and cents
value of ethical practices. Establishment
and acceptance of standards of conduct
strengthen the unity of the profession.
Chaos and bankruptcy result from the adop
tion of the philosophy of every-man-forhimself, and so it would seem that the old
dodge “Get rich; then get ethical,” should
be changed to “Get ethical in order to get
rich.”
While on the subject of income, I should
like to consider another type of reward de
rived from a code of ethics. This income
isn’t measured in dollars and cents; I doubt,
indeed, that it can be measured. Yet it is
much more important than cash income.
The best name I have heard for this is
“psychic income.”
Psychic income is the sum of satisfaction
that a person gets from the business of
living.
What we call it isn’t important—satis
faction or self-respect or personal reward
or psychic income. What is important it
seems to me, is that we receive a goodly
amount of this most important of all in
come. And that’s the best argument for a
code of ethics. It reminds us of the truly
worthwhile, the things that add depth to
our picture of life. It makes the necessary
task of living with ourselves infinitely more
pleasant. A code of ethics helps us in our
professional life to do the things that give
us more satisfaction. It adds to our psychic
income. And a man with a large psychic in
come is rich indeed.
Public accounting is a relatively new pro
fession. We can’t look back much over a
hundred years. Accordingly, we often have
to establish precedent as we go. But we can
(Continued on page 18)
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in providing a system of adequate records
and procedures, and establishing adequate
methods—or internal control.
*
*
*
(Continued from page 15)
cents or more is cancelled by perforation,
three parallel incisions shall be made
lengthwise through the stamp with some
sharp instrument after the stamp has been
affixed. However, the stamp shall not be
so defaced as to prevent ready determina
tion of its denomination and genuineness.”
Truly, the accountant’s responsibility
regarding transfer taxes is no small mat
ter and should not be ignored.
*
*
*
(Continued from page 17)
and should be guided by the progress of the
older professions.
Because we are the fastest growing pro
fession in the nation, we are falling heir
to the difficulties experienced by some of
these older professions during their de
velopment. And perhaps the first lesson is
that a period of growth is a good time to
redouble our professional vigilance. Other
professions suffered from a few unethical
practitioners who took advantage of the
laxity that generally accompanies expansion.
Today, many businesses and some pro
fessions are coming to grips with the prob
lems born of inadequate self-regulation. It
is common knowledge that government reg
ulations begin where self-regulations end.
While government regulation is sometimes
necessary, I doubt that any of us would
like our Federal officials to assume the
complete regulation of our profession. No
one knows our needs and limitations better
than we.
This brings us to the final similarity of
our code to those of other professions: The
effect it has on public opinion. A code of
ethics over a period of time tends to be
come a stamp of integrity. Membership in
a professional association which demands
high standards of conduct is recognized as
voluntary acceptance of the responsibility
for right action. A code of ethics, particu
larly if well publicized, is a major factor
in bringing about public acceptance. This
is best exemplified by the tremendous effect
the Hippocratic Oath has had in assuring
the public of the doctor’s standards of con
duct.
As our profession expands in numbers
and in usefulness, we are becoming in
creasingly aware of the fact that a welldefined code of ethics is an asset to us and
to society. It helps us earn our daily bread
—and our place in the sun.

(Continued from page 6)

Adequate Methods
Hand in hand with adequate accounting
records is the matter of internal control.
A system of internal control implies that
accounting records, procedures and related
details are organized in such a way that no
part thereof is under the absolute and in
dependent control of one person, but rather
that the routine work is so interlocked that
individual duties are interdependent, and
that a more or less continuous check on dayto-day transactions is provided. The ob
jectives of such a system are to minimize
the possibility of error and to provide for
the speedy detection of fraud.
Have your accountant help you with the
application of the basic principles of in
ternal control to your business. Good in
ternal control is important to your business
not only from a business standpoint, but
also from a moral and ethical one. “Let
us not lead them into temptation.” Most
defalcations are the result, at the beginning,
of small temptations. From a moral stand
point, embezzlements and defalcations are
usually only thought of from the employer’s
standpoint. But have we ever given real
consideration to what happens to the unfor
tunate employee? Not only has the employer
suffered a loss, but a human being may have
been ruined for life. It is my opinion that
in many cases of defalcation, the fault lies
partly with the employer who let a small per
son, and by small I mean small in character
and in thinking, get involved in a situation
where the temptation was too great for his
strength; where adequate internal control
would have lessened the temptation and
probably have prevented a loss not only to
the business but also the loss—ruin of a
human being who could have remained a
fairly valuable employee.
There is also a ‘gray’ area in this sort of
situation, where an old and valued employe
has not done any serious embezzlement, but
he has more or less succumbed to petty temp
tation. What happens? An old and valued
employee is fired under a cloud and with a
good deal of embarrassment and many times
real regret on the part of the employer.
This creates bad morale among all employ
ees, and bad morale costs money. Internal
control is helpful in protecting the employee
from himself and in saving the employer
money.
To summarize the main topics of this dis
cussion, your accountant by reason of his
education, experience and independent view
point is well qualified to assist you in mak
ing a wide variety of management decisions,
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